T he immersion of society into the Information Age sometimes makes it easy to feel overwhelmed by the quantity and speed at which information is delivered . Using the Internet to harness this information is critical if occupational and environmental health nurses want to stay in the forefront of their profession. This two part column will enable the nurse to take advantage of the Internet for finding information.
Most people believe the Internet is important and use functions such as e-mail often. However, they give up when trying to find anything useful. They may have tried a number of times to search for a topic , but end up with thousands of useless references. They don't understand how anyone can find useful information among all the trash confronting them .
Anything and everything can be found on the Internet, which can be seen as a plus or a minus . While finding anything does mean there is a huge pile of rubbish, it also means there is a great deal of helpful information as well. The key is knowing where and how to look. The first column in the two part series covers basics about where to find useful information on the Internet.
BEGINNING THE SEARCH
Unfortunately (or fortunatel y, depending on the perspecti ve) the number of locations to search (search engines) are numerous, with the numbers growing daily. Search engines are actual World Wide Web (web) sites that allow the user to look through database s containing the information about millions of other web sites and other Internet sources. When looking for a topic using a search engine, it searches for a match in its database and presents the user with the results, often referred to as "hit s." These hits, presented in a list, include a brief description and the hypertext address to the referenced location or web site. Clicking the cursor on this hypertext address jumps the user to that web site. Clicking on the "back" button at the top of the Web browser returns the user to the search engine's list of results.
All of the more popular search engines are free. However, the user will be confronted with a variety of advertisements to purchase other products, much like the adverti sements found in a magazine or newspaper.
Search Engines
It is not uncommon to use a search engine to look for a topic only to be presented with an overwhelming number of hits, sometimes hun-dreds of thou sands. This is where sanity leaves off, people get frustrated, give up, and head to the local library. To overcome this , it is important to understand how a search engine works and realize that different search engines operate in different ways.
Most search engines gather information for their database using programs called "crawlers" or "spiders." These spider programs crawl through millions of web pages, gathering data and adding the information they encounter to the search engine's databases. Spider programs vary depending on the search engine. Some search only titles, some search only the first few lines, and some search every word. This searching is only done at certain times and might take days or weeks for the spider to complete its travels through all the web sites when updating its database. This is why the user may find a source on one search engine, but not on another at any given time .
Different search engines also use different formulas for determining relevancy, or how close the search is believed to match the request. Relevancy formulas can be complicated, but they may include items such as the frequency in which the word appears in a particular web site. When the search is complete, the user may see the results of the relevancy formula as a percentage beside each hit on the list. The people who develop the web pages , especially the commercial sites, want that search engine's spider to find them . They may put a large number of key words in their web pages to put them high on the list. Search engine developers are constantly upgrading their relevancy formulas to stay one step ahead of the commercial sites.
Many search engines are available. Some of the more popular ones include:
Accessing Search Engines
At the top of the web browser, there maybe a button marked "search ." Clicking the cursor on this results in a drop down list of all the more popular search engines. Another way to get to the search engines is to get to one search engine and search for "search engines." This may seem a bit confusing , but since the search engines are just web sites the searcher can search for them like any other web site. It is recommended the user find one or two helpful search engines and continue to use these on a regular basis. Thus, the user can become proficient in using a couple, rather than having a little understanding of many.
Some search engines, such as Yahoo!, present the information in AUGUST 1998, VOL. 46, NO.8 INFORMATICS multi level topic directories rather than a list of hits. Many people find this a helpful way to deal with the information. Unlike the search engines that present the user with a list of results based on the findings of the spiders, these search engines provide topic directories catalogued by people. This may mean fewer hits, but greater relevancy.
To add to the confusion (or beauty) there are search engines that search the search engines. These are called meta-search engines. With a meta-search the user submits a phrase or word and it submits it to multiple search engines simultaneously. They do not have their own databases, but rely on the databases of other search engines. Considerable debate exists as to the usefulness of meta-search engines. The author does not use them, since the lists often contain duplicate hits of the same web site. In addition, there are usually no advance search tools (these will be discussed in a future column).
Bookmarking
All the search engines have a help feature which provides the user with more detailed information about that particular search engine. It may be best to print the help section and keep it available for reference. Once the user has experimented with one or two search engines and finds the preferred ones, it is helpful to book mark them. This can usually be done from the web browser and enables quick access. In fact, many people make the search engine their home page. Thus, when they open their web browser, they are ready to search. The help section of the web browser should explain how to perform both these functions.
Part two of this column series will discuss how to maximize query tools available in the various search engines .
Accessing information quickly is a vital task for the occupational and environmental health nurse. For many, using the tools to gather this information requires new skills and like any skill, practice is required. Making time to practice using the tools enhances proficiency at finding useful information. Glossbrenner, A., & Glossbrenner, E. (1998) .
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